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Abstract
Online social networking sites are ubiquitous and prevalently used by young people. The
COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated the potential for such sites to bring isolated people together
to support their mental health. Virtual communications, however, are not without risks.
Substantial knowledge exists on attendant risks and protections among the general population,
but much less seems known about their effects among clinical populations. This scoping review
mapped the novel knowledge and knowledge gaps related to online social networking
experiences and perceptions of depressed young people. It also explored moderators of their
social networking supports versus harms. A broad search of published and grey research
literature between 2010 and 2021 found seven intensive interview studies and three surveys.
Their aggregate sample of 902 clinically depressed young people was most typically, outpatient
adolescents in the USA. They also prevalently used online social networks, but their perceptions
seemed more positive than those of their peers without a diagnosis of depression. In fact, their
positive perceptions (60%; e.g., ease of access and communication with providers, support from
positive peers) were nearly two-fold greater than their negative perceptions. (37%; e.g., selfdenigrating comparisons with “friends,” cyberbullies). Suggested moderators of risks versus
protections were gender, race, socioeconomic status, disease stage/severity, peer influences
(positive versus negative) and personality characteristics (positive versus negative). Given this
relatively new field’s limits, these are probably best thought of as screened hypotheses for future
synthetic research development and primary research testing. Clinical implications are discussed.
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Divergent colloquial theories about the possible relationships between social networking and
mental health or illness have naturally developed as popular online communication platforms
such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, Tumblr, Reddit and YouTube have proliferated.
Any consequent risks or protections probably affect young people most as they represent nine of
every 10 daily social network users (Lin et al., 2016; Pew Research Center, 2015; 2018).
Moreover, the most popular of these platforms have been used by nearly all adolescents and
young adults during the past decade (Vidal et al., 2020). Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic
has demonstrated the clear potential for online social networking platforms to bring otherwise
isolated people together and so to support their mental health (Biernesser et al., 2020; Howes &
Gorey, 2021; Rice et al., 2014). But it seems that if communications become contentious,
comparative or bullying, then uses of these platforms seem much riskier. For example, a large
survey of young people in the USA found the risk of depression among heavy social network
users to be much greater than among relatively infrequent users (Lin et al., 2015). Moreover,
coincident increases in depression and suicide among young people along with increasingly
prevalent social networking have been consistently observed over the past generation (Vidal et
al., 2020). Mental health practitioners and decision makers need more qualitative evidence. It
seems quantitatively clear that most young people use these platforms, and that some are helped
while others are harmed by such use. But what are the contexts that might effectively
discriminate between helpful or harmful uses of social networking sites? On this score we seem
to know less. Therefore, this scoping review will map this field’s relevant research, aiming to
provide direction for professionals working with young people and future researchers alike.
Mental disorders are characterized by a combination of irrational, mis-proportioned or
abnormal thoughts, feelings and behaviors, so they can clearly detrimentally affect one’s
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personal relationships, which themselves are so critically important, for good or ill, especially
among adolescents and emerging adults (World Health Organization, 2020). Such is the passage
in life when psychiatric pathologies begin to appear, especially serious illnesses like major
depression and related depressive disorders (Avenevoli et al., 2015; Ivie et al., 2020). And these
mental disorders are responsible for about 15% of the global burden of disease and injury among
people between the ages of 10 and 20 (World Health Organization, 2020). Major depressive
disorder, clinical depression or simply depression, is a mood disorder typically characterized by
persistent feelings of sadness, worthlessness, hopelessness and isolation (National Institute of
Mental Health, 2018). Intuition suggests that online supports, formal and informal, with
professionals as well as friends and family, supported by ubiquitous social networking platforms,
could have very positive impacts on the mental health of adolescents and young adults.
Therefore, in exploring the contexts that might maximize social networking benefits, this scoping
review will focus on the experiences and perceptions of young people who are clinically
depressed.
Review of Previous Reviews
An initial overview of this field found eight tangentially relevant previous reviews; two narrative
(Fagan et al., 2021; Pantic, 2014), three systematic (Baker & Algorta, 2016; Best et al., 2014;
Frost & Rickwood, 2017) and three meta-analytic (Ivie et al., 2020; Marino et al., 2018; Yoon et
al., 2019), of nearly 300 primary studies. These research syntheses were all tangential in that
they were general population-based, focusing on non-clinical populations, primarily of young
people. None focused solely on clinically depressed young people as our review will. Still,
having otherwise quite similar foci, their summary findings may inform ours. These were as
follows. First, significant online social networking-mental health associations tended to be small
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to modest and quite heterogeneous. In fact, they ranged so widely that they included direct
associations indicative of social networking risks (social network use-depressive symptoms) and
indirect ones indicative of protective associations with social network use. Second, young people
with depressive symptoms tended to use social networking sites more, but the direction of this
effect remains uncertain for the dominant correlational designs among this field’s primary
studies. Third, prevalent benefits (e.g., social support, sharing/catharsis, information) and harms
(e.g., potentials for negative social comparisons, isolation, victimization/bullying and diminished
self-esteem) were recognized. Fourth and finally, the great heterogeneity of this field’s findings
remains largely unexplained. There seems a great need to identify important effect modifiers,
personal or contextual, which would essentially predict problematic or harmful versus helpful or
supportive social network usages. Such will be the central objective of our review. Though
informative, recall that all of the research overviewed here refers to general, nonclinical samples.
Because we know so little about these phenomena as they related to a particularly vulnerable
group of young people, that is, those who are clinically depressed, they will be the focus of the
present review.
Despite the value of previous reviews, given their limited focus and heterogeneous
nature, a systematic scoping review seems warranted for this field (Peters et al., 2015). Aligned
with rationales for conducting such a review outlined by Arksey and O’Malley (2005), the
purpose of this scoping review is to identify the key gaps in knowledge related to young
depressed peoples’ experiences with and perceptions of online social networking platforms. It
was guided by the following broad exploratory questions. What have been their experiences with
and perceptions of social networking sites? And what factors, contextual or personal, bode for
supportive versus harmful effects of online social networking among young depressed people.
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Methods
The sampling frame for this scoping review included both qualitative and quantitative studies
(Noyes et al., 2019; Schick-Makaroff et al., 2016; Tricco et al., 2016). Other inclusion criteria
were: (1) most participants were young people, adolescents or young adults between the ages of
12 and 25, (2) the majority of the participants were diagnosed with major depressive or similar
disorders and (3) studies were published in English between 2010 and 2021.
The following databases were searched from January 1, 2010 to January 1, 2021:
PubMed/Medline, CINAHL Complete, ProQuest Nursing and Allied Health Databases,
ProQuest Health and Medicine, HealthSTAR, DOAJ, Social Work Abstracts, Social Services
Abstracts, PsychNFO, Gale Databases, Scopus, Web of Science Social Science Citation Index,
ProQuest Dissertations and Theses and Google Scholar. Published peer-reviewed and so-called
gray, unreviewed and unpublished sampling frames guarded against publication bias (de Smidt
& Gorey, 1997; Grenier & Gorey, 1998). The keyword search scheme, developed with the help
of a library scientist, is displayed in Table 1. The reference lists and authors of retrieved studies
were then snowball searched for additional eligible studies. The study selection process,
independently cross-validated by both reviewers, identified 10 relevant studies for this scoping
review. They are noted with an asterisk in the reference list.
Finally, though a meta-analysis would be premature in this field, a few quantitative
studies provided evidence on interesting and potentially important relationships. These studies’
parametric or nonparametric outcomes were converted to common effect size metrics, Pearson’s
correlation coefficients (r) and Cohen’s U3 statistics, better enabling synthetic comparisons and
practical interpretations (Cohen, 1988; Cooper, 2017). A measure of practical significance, U3
compares all of the people (scores) in one group with the typical person (median score) in
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another group, emphasizing people, rather than statistics. All such calculations and data
extractions were again independently cross-validated by both reviewers.
Results
Sample Description
Descriptive characteristics and key outcomes of the 10 studies included in this scoping review,
seven qualitative, intensive interview, studies and three quantitative surveys, are presented in
publication order from top to bottom in Table 2. Interrelated foci ranged from experiences with
online social networking platforms to perceptions of effects upon family functioning, their own
mental health, communications with providers and other perceived effects upon mental health
care. Six of the studies were accomplished in the USA, two in Turkey and one each in the UK
and Australia. In aggregate there were 902 study participants (study range = 16 to 433, median =
36), two-thirds of whom were female, ranging in age from 11 to 24. Only half of the studies
described their samples further. Four sampled predominantly non-Hispanic white people and
only one seemed to have sampled racialized ethnic minority group members of relatively low
socioeconomic status (33 % people of color, 54% coved by Medicaid; Nesi et al., 2019). Also,
clinically depressed young people seemed effectively targeted as the vast majority of study
participants were outpatients with major depressive disorders. The remainder tended to have
bipolar, other mood or anxiety disorders. Two of the studies additionally included parents’
experiences and perceptions. Finally, none of the primary studies focused upon a specific social
networking site, but those most commonly referred to were Facebook, Twitter and Instagram.
Scoping Review Findings
Quantitative findings are summarized at the bottom of Table 2. The few surveys consistently
found that young depressed people commonly discussed their symptoms in online social
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networking sites (64%). Of even greater interest and importance though is that in doing so they
much more prevalently had positive (60%) versus negative experiences (37%). A near two-fold
between group difference of clear practical significance, it was statistically significant as well;

2 (1) = 53.52, p < .05. And even though positive experiences predominated, very negative or
“horrible” experiences such as being cyberbullied were not uncommon in one survey (17%; Nesi
et al., 2019). Interestingly, this was also the only study that included more racialized minority
people of relatively low socioeconomic status. Perhaps race and socioeconomic factors are
moderators of risks versus protections.
As for qualitative findings, the most prevalent identifiable themes, pro or con, are
displayed in Table 2. Scanning the left side of the table one can see that the most prevalent
positive themes related to positive connections, therapeutic resources if you will, with providers
and friends. These themes, for example, related to the ways online social networks can facilitate
easy access to and communication with providers, connections with positive peers and content as
well as facilitating young people’s comfort level through anonymity. For example, three studies
identified this theme, participants suggesting it was easier to open up with therapists and friends
and family since online communications were perceived as less embarrassing and less likely to
cause judgements (Dewa et al., 2019; van Rensburg et al., 2016; van Schalkwyk et al., 2015).
This theme was clearly exemplified by a participant in Gerrit van Schalkwyk and his colleagues’
study (2015): “It’s actually helped me talk to people and open up to people, because I’ve been
able to, like, tell my sister what’s been going on with me, through, like, Facebook, [as] opposed
to having to tell her face to face, where I’d be really overwhelmed and anxious and I wouldn’t be
able to.” Negative themes, displayed on the right side of the table, essentially underscored the
potential harmful influences of their peers or online “friends.” The young participants noted the
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potentially negative effects of making self-denigrating comparisons with peers they perceive as
doing much better than themselves. They also noted the negative impacts of exposures to
negatively influential peers, peers whose thoughts, feelings and behaviors might serve to bring
young depressed people down even further. Of course, the worst case scenarios involved being
bullied, and on this potential threat the young people and their parents seemed similarly
concerned. Perhaps the friends or followers one accumulates in such online communication
platforms, be they relatively positively or negatively influential, is another moderators of risks
versus protections.
Explorations of other potential moderators of risks versus protections. One study
observed a modest correlation between stage of disease and online social networking site use
(r = 0.22, p < 0.05; Birnbaum et al., 2017). That is, as their depressive disorders progressed they
tended to use such sites more. And the practical size of the observed help-seeking effect seemed
potentially of great practical-clinical importance. For example, about seven of every ten study
participants with later stage depression made more such site visits than did the typical participant
with earlier stage disease (U3 = 67.3%). Perhaps stage of disease also moderates the relative
protections provided by online social networks. Another study found that the positive or
protective effects of online social networks seemed to be enjoyed more by depressed young
people who internalized their diagnoses (Nesi et al., 2019). So it stands to reason that various
depressive diagnoses and even co-morbid conditions might moderate the protective effects of
online social networks. Finally, Uçar et al. (2018) found a small, but practically very important
positive correlation between having a major depression diagnosis and the use of social
networking sites (r = .15, p < 0.05; U3 = 61.8%). And others essentially concurred, suggesting
that this potentiates their opportunities to be helped, through their own sharing, the support of
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friends and the surveillance and help provided by mental health professionals (Dewa et al., 2019;
van Schalkwyk et al., 2015).
What then of moderated risks? Dr. Hatice Akkin Gürbüz and her colleagues (2017)
observed a significant direct correlation (r = 0.29, p < 0.05, U3 = 72.9%) between depression
severity and the tendency to intensely share negative feelings on social networking sites which,
of course, might put such very potentially vulnerable young people at even greater risk. Such
essentially systematically replicates the suggested moderation of protective effects by disease
stage (Birnbaum et al., 2017). Disease stage or severity may also moderate risks. Internet
addiction might also moderate risks associated with using social networking sites (Dewa et al.,
2019; Radovic et al., 2017). One participant noted the following, for example. “I ended up like
getting followers instantly. And my friend didn't, and she ended up like not going on Twitter
anymore, and I just stayed on it because I kind of got addicted to it. I didn't want to, it just
happened.”
Discussion
A recent survey estimated that nearly half of all Americans see online social networking sites as
potentially harmful, while only about five percent see them as beneficial (American Psychiatric
Association, 2021). Such perceptions are certainly understandable as social networking sites
have proliferated over the past generation at the same time that the prevalence of serious
psychiatric problems and their outcomes, such as depression and suicide, increased significantly
among young people. Eight previous reviews of adolescents and young adults attested to their
prevalent use of such sites, but also to their perceptions of both prevalent benefits and harms. In
fact, one critical overview suggestion was that certain groups of potentially vulnerable young
people, specifically those with psychiatric illnesses, could stand to benefit more from their use.
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They theorized that such platforms might potentiate the formal and informal supports received
from professionals, family members and friends. Therefore, we reviewed that field’s evidence,
specifically, the knowns and unknowns of online social networking experiences and perceptions
of clinically depressed young people. As it clearly seemed a relatively novel field, we mapped its
evidence with a systematic scoping review. We are not aware of any previous review, narrative
or systematic, in this more constrained, but scholastically and practically important field of
practice and research.
Our central scoped findings were as follows. This indeed seems a very new field of
inquiry as broad searches of interdisciplinary research literature over the past decade found only
10 relevant studies: seven intensive interview studies and three surveys. Their most typical
outpatient adolescent American participants, like most other young people, prevalently used
online social networks, but their perceptions seemed more positive than those of their peers
without a diagnosis of depression. In fact, their positive perceptions (60%; e.g., ease of access
and communication with providers, support from positive peers, easier to open up) were nearly
two-fold greater than their negative perceptions. (37%; e.g., self-denigrating comparisons with
“friends,” consequent anxiety, cyberbullies). Moreover, a number of potential moderators of
risks versus protections were suggested: gender, race, socioeconomic status, disease
stage/severity, peer influences (positive versus negative) and personality characteristics (positive
versus negative). Given this relatively new field’s methodological limits, these are probably best
thought of as screened hypotheses for future synthetic research development and primary
research testing.
Practice Implications
This novel field’s predominantly small qualitative studies have appropriately begun the
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advancement of tentative new knowledge and the development of theories to better understand
online social networking of clinically depressed young people. Human scientists and helping
professionals will probably not be surprised by the suggested moderations of social networking
risks versus protections by racialized and socioeconomic statuses. Such seem good fits with
contemporary structural and intersectional theories (Bowleg, 2021; Crenshaw, 1989; Mullaly &
Dupré, 2018). Internet-based social networks may be conceived of as another structure of
society, one that like others, oppresses or privileges based upon group statuses. We are reminded
again of the great diversity of our clients, that certain of them may be disadvantaged in certain
contexts merely because of their group status, and that we ought to account for such diversity in
providing mental health and allied services. A strengths-based, resiliency perspective also seems
a good fit (van Hook, 2019). Potential moderating effects of gender were also suggested, but the
especially protective effects of social networking among girls and young women seemed
mediated in complex ways by personality characteristics that are not yet well understood
(Simoncic et al., 2014; Yoon e al., 2019). Similarly and most hopefully, online social networking
sites may provide the strongest support to young people who are the most seriously ill.
Online social networking sites seem here to stay. And gratefully, they do not seem to be
“all bad.” Indeed, online social networking sites may be thought of as another life space resource
for potential use in working with depressed young people. Clearly, social workers and allied
mental health professionals will want to educate themselves about their potential associated
benefits and harms (Fagan et al., 2021). As in all professional practices then informed providers
can endeavor to work with their clients to maximize such internet-based supports, while
minimizing any potential harms. With such understandings, providers can strategically work
with young depressed clients to create the most therapeutic alliances, incorporating the best of
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their informal social networks into treatments (van Schalkwyk et al., 2015; Vidal et al., 2015).
One can imagine various insight or behavioral interventions that might be incorporated formally
or informally into treatment plans, such as: what to share and not share on the internet, don’t
compare—identify, building a supportive social network, dealing with cyberbullies and so on.
Developing evidence could be used by providers essentially as a teaching and learning tool in
their work with young depressed clients (Calancie et al., 2017; Radovic et al., 2017), helping
them to use their online social networks in the most helpful way.
Limitations and Future Research
Not unexpectedly, this novel field of research and practice has, thus far, begun to develop new
theories and tentative evidence about depressed young people and their online social networks
(Noyes et al., 2019). Its 10 empirical studies were all cross-sectional, mostly qualitative and quite
small. Consequently, the directions of most of its hypothesized effects are not confidently known
yet. Longitudinal studies, preferably prospective and longer term, will be needed to validate and
generalize any suggested effects of online social networking, supportive or harmful (Radovic et
al., 2017; Vidal et al., 2020).
This scope identified several other knowledge gaps that probably ought to be seriously
considered in planning future research. First, none of this field’s primary studies incorporated
racialized group or socioeconomic statuses into their analytic plans. And nearly all of its studies
seemed to underrepresent those of less economic means as well as the members of any distinct
racialized, ethnic or cultural minority groups: African American or black, Indigenous, Hispanic
or Latinx and others. Future studies, primary and synthetic, ought to powerfully incorporate
them. Here the call made a generation ago is echoed; mental health care knowledge users and
researchers ought to describe their client participants in detail and, when possible, report their
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findings separately for each, potentially oppressed (or privileged), group (Gorey, 1996; VidekaSherman, 1988).
Second, this field seems similarly homogenized on social networking sites, that is, they
were aggregated and assumed to have similar effects. Given the great diversity of these sites
(e.g., Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, Tumblr, Reddit, YouTube etc.), ultimately, there
will probably be great value in studying, at least some of these social networking sites,
individually. Third and finally, potential, “complex” effects of personality traits have been
suggested (e.g., neuroticisms, conscientiousness, agreeableness extraversion and openness to
new experiences), but not yet specifically well studied (Lamers, et al., 2012; Simoncic et al.,
2014). Their future research incorporation may help providers find best fits between their clients’
dominant personality traits and distinct social networking sites. These limits ought to be
addressed in the next generation of this field’s primary and synthetic research. Primary research,
qualitative and quantitative, ought to incorporate key informing, specific racialized and
socioeconomic groups of young depressed women and men. As for synthetic research, similar,
potentially moderating groups, ought to be incorporated into a well-endowed, full systematic
review. Its power may be enhanced by including subclinical samples of depressed young people
as well as studies of young people with other, mental and physical health problems.
Conclusions
This scoping review mapped the knowns and unknowns of a novel field: Online social
networking experiences and perceptions of young depressed people. Their prevalent positive
perceptions provided important germinal ideas for the incorporation of online life space
interventions. This field’s most pressing need is for longitudinal research of specific online social
networking platforms used by diverse racialized and socioeconomic groups of women and men.
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Table 1. Research literature keyword search scheme.
Keywords
(Social network) AND

(Mental health or clinical depression) AND

Adolescents or young adults
(Keywords or database delimiters)

Search Scheme
Social network OR social media OR
Facebook OR Twitter OR Snapchat OR
Instagram
Mental health OR mental illness OR mental
disorder OR depression OR depressive
disorder OR bipolar disorder OR mood
disorder OR major depress* disorder OR
persistent depress* disorder
Adolesc* OR teen* OR youth OR young
adult OR emergent adult
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Table 2. Characteristics and outcomes of 10 studies included in the scoping review.
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Study Focus
Prevalent (%) social media behaviors
Authors
Sampling Frame &
Sample
Discussed
Positive
Negative
Horrible
a
b
Year
Description
Size
Symptoms
Experiences
Experiences
Experiencesc
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Lewis et al.
2015

Family Functioning
Thematic analysis family therapy sessions
100% MDD, outpatients, Australia
Ages 12 to 18
Parents
59% mothers
39

van Schalkwyk
et al., 2015

Social media perceptions
Semi-structured interviews, USA
60% MDD, outpatients
Ages 14 to 18, M = 16
75% female, 80% NHW

van Rensburg
et al., 2016

Patient-provider communication
Semi-structured interviews, USA
60% MDD, outpatients
Ages 14 to 19, M = 16
75% female, 80% NHW

20

Akkın Gürbüz
et al., 2017

Social media experiences
Survey questionnaire, Turkey
79% MDD, outpatients
Ages 13 to 18, M = 15
62% female

53

“Fear of cyberbullying”
“Loss of parental control”
“Perceived inability to
protect my child”

20

85.0

“Less anxiety provoking
communicating with providers”
“May be more consistently
monitored by providers”

51.0
23

90.0

“Anxiety may
increase with delays”
“Less rich communications
with providers”

Depressed Young People & Online Social Networks
Pathways to care
Semi-structured interviews, USA
78% MDD or bipolar disorder, in/outpatients
Birnbaum et al.,
Ages 12 to 21, M = 18
2017
68% female
40

Radovic et al.,
2017

Uçar et al.,
2018

Social media perception
Semi-structured interviews, USA
100% clinically depressed outpatients
Ages 13 to 20, M = 16
78% female, 87% NHW

23

Social media experiences
Survey questionnaire, Turkey
40% MDD, outpatients
Ages 12 to 18, M = 16
59% female

224

Dewa et al.,
2019

Pathways to care
Semi-structured interviews, UK
62% MDD or bipolar disorder, inpatients
Ages 19 to 24, M = 22
81% female
16

Nesi et al.,
2019

Social media experiences
Survey questionnaire, USA
79% internalized disorders,d inpatients
Ages 11 to 18, M = 15
62% female, 67% NHW, 54% Medicaid 433

37.5

40.0

“Finding social connections”
“Finding positive content”

“Cyberbullied”
“Making selfdenigrating comparisons”
“Sharing risky behaviors”

72.0

“Anonymity and
accessibility ”

61.2

24

“Exposure to negative
content and self-esteem”

34.1

17.1
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Social media perceptions
Semi-structured interviews, USA
Parent
100% clinically depressed outpatients
Child
“SM is inconsequential”
Biernesser
Ages 13 to 20, M = 16
Pairs
“SM provide an
“Interferes with other
et al., 2020
78% female, 87% NHW
17
important form of expression”
important pursuits”
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Discussed
Positive
Negative
Horrible
Summary statistics:
Symptoms
Experiences
Experiences
Experience
Number of studies
3
3
2
1
Aggregated sample
317
493
453
433
Prevalence estimate (%)
64.0
60.4
36.6
17.1
95% confidence interval
58.5, 69.3
56.0, 64.8
32.2, 41.3
13.7, 21.0
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Notes. NHW, non-Hispanic white; M, mean; MDD, major depressive disorder; SM, social media, UK, United Kingdom.
a
Examples: Increased SM use after diagnosis, easier to open up, access to a large accessible support network, received social support or encouragement,
distracted self from difficult situations or emotions.
b
Examples: Compared self negatively with others, felt left out or excluded, anxious about potential lack of engagement with or negative evaluation by others.
c
Examples: Viewed content encouraging self-injury or suicide; bullied, harassed or teased.
d
Primarily depressive and anxiety disorders.
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